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ImprovingRetentionfor Deaf
and Hard ofHearingStudents:
Whatthe ResearchTells Us
By: Michael Stinson and Gerard Walter
Abstract

This paper uses the model of
college persistence developed by Tinto
(1975y 1987) to describe three factors
which are importantfor improving the
chances that a deafor hard of hearing

number of deaf students currently

individual in order to assure a

enrolled in higher education in the
U.S. to approximately 10,000. This
is a significant increase over just 40

reasonable chance of graduating.

years ago when Bigman (1961)
estimated that not more than 65
deaf students were in attendance at

person will attain a college degree.

colleges other than Gallaudet in

Academic integrationy commitment to

1955.

college y and social interaction must all

This same year Gallaudet

College reported an enrollment of

be considered when designing programs

299 students, bringing the total

to support deafstudents at the college
level.
Findings from research

number of deaf students in colleges
and universities to only 364.

conducted at the National Technical

Institute for the Deaf as well as
evidence from research conducted
elsewherey provided strong supportfor
the Tinto model when applied to deaf
college students. In addition to testing
this theory of persistencey the paper
describes five areas where college
supportpersonnel canfocus their efforts
when designing programs to assist deaf
and hard of hearing students in
making a successful transition from
high school to college.

academic mainstream of college life.

Consider as examples the isolation of
hearing-impaired persons who cannot
hear a lecture, use a telephone, or

interact with peers. In addition, the
U.S. General Accounting Office

Programs for Deaf Students

(1986),in a study of federally assisted
postsecondary programs for deaf

(Rawlings, Karchmer, DeCaro &

students, found that the mean

The College and Career
Allen, 1991) listed 158 programs,

Liscio (1986) listed 260 four-year
colleges and 287 two-year colleges
that provide some level of support
for deaf college students, and the
National

Center

on

Education

Statistics (Lewis & Ferris, 1994)
reported that 2350^ of the nation's
two and four year postsecondary
institutions had enrolled deaf or hard

of hearing students in the period
1992 to 1993.2
We can assume from these
numbers that there is a continuum of

Introduction

Depending on the severity of
the hearing impairment, deaf and
hard of hearing students will have
some unique difficulties in being
integrated into the social and

reading level of entering students
ranged from a program low of 4.0 to
a program high of 8.0. The mean
grade levels for mathematics ranged
from 5.8 to 11.4.

These data

illustrate the great variability in the
admission requirements for the
various federally sponsored
programs. We can assume that a
similar range of scores exists for
other colleges and universities
serving hearing-impaired persons.
As evidence for the difficulties

of

services available for deaf college

hearing-impaired students have in
college, consider the data presented

American society, after World War
n, to provide access and choice in
higher education has markedly

bound students.

in Table 1.

ranges from no services to providing

The

overall

efforts

influenced the numbers of deaf and

This continuum

services such as classroom notetaking
or sign language interpreting to

Statistics (Lewis & Ferris,1994) and

colleges and universities which offer
special classes specifically for deaf
and hard of hearing students.
Although he or she may meet all the
requirements for admission, the

known enrollments at Gallaudet

question must be raised whether the

University and Rochester Institute of
Technology's National Technical
Institute for the Deaf bring the total

college environment provides enough
accommodation to meet the special
needs of the deaf or hard-of-hearing

hard of hearing persons seeking
postsecondary education.
Information from a recent report by
the National Center on Educational
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These are median

undergraduate enrollment figures for
119 programs surveyed for the
College and Career Programs for the
Deaf-1991 (Rawlings, Karchmer,
DeCaro & Allen, 1991). In this
table, programs are categorized into
those which are two-years and those
which are four-years in length.
Two-year colleges with programs for
supporting deaf students annually
admit an average of about 12 to 14
new students and graduate, on the
Vol. 30, No. 4,1997
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average, only 3 students each year.

often, unemployed much less often,
get higher level jobs, and earn
significantly more money. Because
of the advantages one has with a
college degree, colleges and
universities must do all they can to
increase the probability that deaf
persons will graduate.
The
remainder of this paper will 1)

This difference results in an
estimated withdrawal rate of about

75 percent.

Similarly, four-year

colleges with support programs
enroll, on average, about 4 freshmen
each year and graduate only 1
student, for a 75 percent withdrawal
rate. Withdrawal rates for hearing
students average 58 percent for
two-year colleges and 30 percent for
four-year colleges (Tinto, 1987).
Whether these rates of graduation,
on the part of deaf students, are
acceptable must be judged on the
relative benefit of a college degree for
these individuals.

Despite the lack of persistence
in college reported above, degrees
were awarded to 1,142 deaf students

in 1990; 40 percent were at the
certificate or diploma level, 28
percent at the associate level, 27
percent at the bachelor level and 5
percent at the graduate level
(Rawlings, et al, 1991). It is
interesting to note that the number
of degrees awarded in 1990 was more

individual,

will interact with other people in the

discuss a tested theoretical model of

institution's social and academic

persistence that points to the
importance of considering the whole
student, 2) present evidence
concerning the roles which academic
factors, conunitment to college, and
social integration play in a student's
decision to remain in college, and 3)
suggest some steps colleges can take
to improve the chances of a deaf
person persisting to graduation.

components. When experiences are
positive, students increase their sense

of being integrated into the campus
community. In turn, this sense of

integration has a positive impact
upon a student's commitment to
continuing at the institution, and

increases the likelihood of persistence
until degree completion. When
experiences are negative,
commitment to the institution and

A model of persistence
elaborated by Tinto (1975, 1987) and
tested in various environments (Bean

likelihood of persistence decreases.
Any
general model for
explaining student persistence must
be applied with caution to deaf and
hard-of-hearing students.
As

& Metzner, 1985; Pascarella &

indicated above, these students'

Chapman, 1983; Pascarela &
Terenzini, 1979, 1980) provided an
excellent way of describing the
elements of the persistence process.
This model can be applied, with
modifications, to deaf college
students. Tinto's theory considered
persistence to be a function of the
quality of a student's interactions

academic skills vary more widely
than those of their hearing
counterparts, and there also is
widespread variation in ability to
communicate and socialize. Colleges
and universities enrolling deaf and
hard-of-hearing students are
extremely diverse in the extent of
academic support and social
opportunities they provide to foster
integration.
The particular

Persistence

colleges in 1955.
the

commitment,influence how students

A Theoretical Model of

than three times the total number of
deaf students enrolled in U.S.

For

a range of background characteristics
(e.g., achievement, communication,
socio-economic status, personality),
as well as varying levels of
commitment to acquiring a higher
education.
The background
characteristics, along with

the

economic benefit of receiving some
form of postsecondary certification is
considerable. A study by Welsh and
MacLeod-Gallinger (1992) indicated
that deaf persons who earn college
degrees are in the labor force more

with

the

academic

and

social

components of an institution.
According to the model, students
come to a particular institution with

educational environment will diaate

Table 1. Median enrollment statistics by type of program for deaf college students in the U.S. - 1990

Program
Type

Number
of

Average
Graduates

Programs

Prep

Freshmen

Sophomore

Junior

Senior

2 year

77

6

8

4

0

0

3

4 year

42

0

4

3.5

3

2

1
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persons

matriculating

at

the

the student and the total college
Let us see if the

success.

Evidence

persistence in college.
Why Colleges Must Pay
Attention to the Whole Student

Academic factors. According
to Tinto (1987) there are two
academic reasons for leaving college:
academic difficulty and
disappointment with the intellectual
climate and learning experiences. In

large

Much of the education

programs. Based on our previous
research with deaf students (Stinson,
Scherer,& Walter, 1987)and current

theories of why students persist or
leave college (Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991; Tinto, 1987), we developed a

to use resources such as interpreters,
notetakers, and tutors effectively.
Also, some students may have

model described by Tinto can serve
to indicate factors which support

from

may be in a mainstreamed setting
with predominantly hearingstudents.
In this setting students must be able

students.

institution by emphasizing the
importance of interaction between
environment.

learn and enjoy greater academic

required. The demands for English
skills are greater, and meeting these
expectations is often difficult for deaf

how well a program can provide for
the needs of hearing-impaired

model

of

factors

influencing

persistence of first-year students at

difficulty concentrating on task
mastery and learning, while other
students may be distracted by

the National Technical Institute for

concerns about competing with and

includes

"proving themselves" to classmates
who hear (Nicholls, 1984). With
respect to feelings about the learning
experience, the extent that the

proficiency, sense of integration, and

the Deaf (NTID).

The model

students'

academic

students are satisfied with their

social satisfaction. The hypothesized
relationships in the model are shown
in Figure 1 which presents a model
of factors affecting college

demands of college are more
challenging than those of high

majors and find their classes
meaningful is likely to influence
persistence. Students who find

persistence. In this diagram the
hypothesized cause-effect
relationships are indicated by the

satisfaction with their courses are

direction of the arrows.

school. New levels of thinking are

likely to have greater motivation to

regard to difficulties, the academic

Figure 1. Factors Affecting College Persistence

High School ,

D^rience/College

Academic Skills &

Ej[pectations

College Experience

End of First Year
Outcomes

Achievement Test

Mainstreamed

Soecial
Received

Certainty of
Commitment

College
Integration

Academic
Satisfaction
Course/Major

/

Persistence/ •

/
/

Expected Social
Satisfaction
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In examining the role of
academic performance in this model
we included measures of academic

skills and evaluated the assumption
that students with relatively weak
basic skills are more likely to
withdraw. All paths shown in
Figure 1 were statistically significant
in the testing of the model with data
for 243 students.

Results showed

that when students have high
academic proficiency, as measured by
standardized tests, and when they are
satisfied with their majors, teachers,
and classes, they are more likely to
attain good grades. The path going
from academic achievement test

performance to grades is not
surprising, and is consistent with
previous research with hearing and
deaf college students (Bean, 1985;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991;
Stinson, et al., 1987).
One reason that there was an

association

Academicdifficvilty,however,
is not necessarily the primary reason
for deaf students leaving college.
Scherer and Walter (1988)

lack

interviewed 320 students who were

that students had been particularly
hampered by communication
difficulties even when an interpreter
and additional support services were

of it, is an important

consideration.
On the basis of
interviews with 20 students who had

transferred to NTID,they concluded

withdrawing and found that they did
not regard academic difficulties as a
major reason for leaving. What
Scherer and Walter (1988) did
discover is that withdrawing students
often could not decide on a major
area of study. In contrast, they were
relatively satisfied with the faculty

provided. The transfer students
complained that teachers frequently
moved through material too quickly,
were impatient, and treated deaf
students as though they could hear.

and outside of class activities.
Evidence from
smaller

The students stated that lectures
tended to be too abstract or

programs.
The results and
conclusions reported so far are
particularly applicable to
environments with many deaf
students (ICQ or more), extensive
support services, and a diverse
offering of courses taught by signing
teachers. This setting contrasts with
the postsecondary programs for deaf

theoretical, and the quantity of
information presented during the
class could be overwhelming. The
resxilt was that deaf students often
left class confused about the lecture

and imcertain of work assignments.
These findings are further
supported in a study by Franklin
(1988), who identified four variables
that have a significant relationship
with the persistence or withdrawal of

between grades and

students that are most common: In

satisfaction with classes is that such

these small programs there typically

satisfaction may reflect in part the
students' commitment to the goal of

are few other deaf students, limited

deaf students. He studied 246 deaf

support services, and few special

students attending seven community
colleges in the
United States.
Franklin reported a withdrawal rate
during the first year of 55 percent

successful academic achievement in

classes. Still, there is evidence that

college. Academic satisfaction may

there is some generalizability of
findings from large to small
programs. English (1993) evaluated
a model of persistence using deaf and
hard-of-hearing students who
attended a variety of postsecondary
programs where they were generally
enrolled in classes with hearing peers.

also reflect the extent to which

students find the courses enjoyable,
that they sense that there is a good
fit between their interests and their

classes, and that they cope
successfully with difficulties they
encoimter

in

the

face

of

the

transition to college (Tinto, 1987).
The test of the model also

showed, not surprisingly, that
students who have higher grade
point averages were more likely to
persist beyond the first year than
those with relatively low grade-pointaverages. This result is consistent
with much previous work with
hearing college students(Bean, 1982).
Additionally, grade point average is
generally viewed as an indicator of
the student's academic integration
into college (Chapman & Pascerella,
1983; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).

She foimd, as we did, that students

who reported greater interaction
with faculty were more likely to
have better grades. These students
felt that faculty were generally
accessible and showed concern for

them. She also found, as we did,

that students with higher grades were
more likely to express intent to
remain in college.
Research by Foster and Elliot
(1986)also supported the proposition
that academic difficulties are a key
factor in withdrawal; furthermore
this research showed that effective

classroom communication, or the
Vol. 30, No. 4, 1997
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and found that the students who

persisted were generally those who:
(a) had better oral communication;
(b) attended high schools that
offered minimal support; (c)
evidenced some type of pre-college
preparatory experience;and(d) made
a decision about a major during the
first year.
Thus,

both

academic

difficulties, which were significantly
influenced by communication
problems, and disenchantment with
the learning environment,sometimes
related to difficulties in choosing a
major, appear to be reasons why deaf
students

withdraw

from

postsecondary institutions. These are
important factors for deaf students at
all postsecondary institutions,
whether they are mainstream
environments or programs
JADARA
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obtained a year earlier than the

academically in college, staff need to

the necessary work and persist to
graduation.
An important part of this
commitment is to have a goal or

be aware of the academic skills

purpose for attending college, and to

satisfaction

decide on a major that is personally
satisfying within a reasonable time

teachers, and

after

into the NTID college experience.

specifically

designed

for

deaf

students, such as NTID.
For deaf students to succeed

required and to ensure that the
students who enroll have skills that

measures of satisfaction.
Additional results

showed

that students who reported greater
with

their

majors

classes,

reported

stronger feelings of being integrated

match the demands of the particular
college. This does not mean that the

commitment

important

High satisfaction indicated that the

deaf students need to have the same

determinant of students' motivation

SAT verbal scores as the average

to learn and to persist through the
challenges and frustrations all

students had positive experiences,
and these increased the sense of being
integrated into the academic and
social components of the campus
community (Pascerella & Terenzini,
1991; Tinto, 1987).
Students who reported a
greater sense of integration into the

hearing student (Willingham,
Rogotsa, Bennett, Braim, Rock &
Powers, 1988), but staff need to be
realistic about a student's chances of
success.

Furthermore, staff cannot
assume

that

once

students

are

provided resources such as an
interpreter and a notetaker,they will
be able to function on par with
hearing classmates. For the deaf
student in a mainstream college,
integration into the give and take of
the classroom and greater college
environment is often not achieved.
Even for the student with an

interpreter,the delay imposed by the
task of transferring spoken
communication into sign language
often keeps the deaf person a step
behind

the

information

flow.

Depending on the need of the
individual student, it may be
necessary to modify texts and
instructional materials, provide
comprehensive compensatory and
remedial programs, or modify the
manner
in
which
instruction is delivered.

classroom

Commitment to College
Individual commitment to

attaining a higher education bears
importantly on whether students will
persist or withdraw.
This
commitment

refers

to

one's

matriculation.

is

an

Such

students face in college. Becoming
committed to a major requires a

synthesis of one's vocational
interests, aspirations, and plans, as
well as a knowledge of one's
competencies and life-style
preferences. This synthesis is most
likely to occur when the student has

academic and social elements of

NTID were more likely to persist.
Students with greater integration are

from the statistical testing of the

willing to show more psychological
involvement in the college
experience, and are willing to devote
more physical and psychological
energy to that experience (Tinto,
1987). These results are in accord
with other studies of integration
with hearing and deaf students
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). With
respect to deaf students, Dagel and
Dowaliby (1989) foimd that NTID
students who had more positive
affect about attending NTID and
who perceived few barriers to
successful completion of an academic
program were more likely to remain
in good academic standing. Scherer
and Walter (1988) also found that
integration was an important factor

model indicated that students who

in their interviews of students in the

come to the NTID campus with a
positive commitment, the
expectation that they would receive
a good, meaningful education and
they were wilhng to work hard to
receive it, benefitted from the college
environment. Highly committed

process of withdrawing from NTID.
The most frequently cited reasons

a sense of future direction and

purpose. In other words, for
students to be committed,they must
have given sufficient thought to a
career and to their future so that the

goals of college have some meaning.
Evidence from large
programs. Students come to college
with a range of commitments to
make the experience a successful one.
This conunitment influences how
students interact
with the
institution's social and academic

systems, and the likelihood that they
will experience satisfaction (Tinto,
1987). In our research with NTID
students, commitment was part of
the model we evaluated.

Results

for

withdrawal

were

lack

of

motivation, need for a **break," and

uncertainty about a career. Such
students do not feel that then-

current attitudes, goals, and values fit
well with continuing at college.

dedication towards achieving
educational goals within a particular

students were more satisfied with

institution.

Students who have a

and were more satisfied with social

strong institutional commitment are
more likely to be motivated to do

life, than were less committed

research that focuses on sense of

students. It is important to note that

commitment and persistence for deaf
students at colleges with relatively

their courses,instructors,and majors,

the measure of commitment was
JADARA
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Evidence

programs.

from

small

We are not aware of

Vol. 30, No. 4,1997
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small special programs. Because the
findings from studies at large
programs (Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991) provide support for a general
theory of persistence that has been
repeatedly supported in work with
hearing students, it seems that the
commitment-persistence relationship

When staff do have questions about
extent of commitment of a student,
intervention may be desirable.
Social Factors

Failure for both deaf and

small programs. In her dissertation

hearing students to make an adequate
social adjustment is a major reason
for leaving college. Three social

research on deaf students in small

issues students must be addressed in

programs, English (1993) foimd that
whether students expected to remain
in college (a measure of
commitment) was related to the
student's grade point average.
Satisfaction with faculty interaction,
satisfaction with peer interaction,and
with level of support services
provided were not related to
expectations about staying in college,
but were related to grade point
average. One interpretation of this
pattern of relationships is that deaf
students in small programs often
experience academic difficulty, and
there is much variability in grade
point average; thus, this factor
overrides all others that might relate
to expectations about staying in
college. The English (1993) study
did not include actual persistence

adjusting to college are developing of
social skills, establishing of identity,
and acquiring of independence and
interdependence. In college there is
a move to develop greater tolerance
and respect for students of diverse
backgrounds and preferences and a
move toward developing closer
interpersonal relationships with
intimates and friends (Pascerella &
Terenzini, 1991). Some deaf students
from mainstream high schools may
have had limited social experiences in
high school; the peer-intensive
culture of college, where students of
diverse backgrounds live together,
can require substantial adjustment
and learning of new social skills.

should also hold for deaf students in

Some deaf students from residential

Research with deaf students,

high schools may have difficulty
adjusting to the social freedom of
college life, compared to a highly
regulated dormitory life in high

along with general theory, indicates
that initial commitment to college

school.
Another task students must

influences how the student will

accomplish in college is to learn to
internally guide their own lives and
to move away from seeking the
approval of parents and others. At

data.

interact

with

the

college

environment,and when commitment

is high, students are likely to
experience greater satisfaction. This
proposition probably holds regardless

of the size of the special program
and the number of deaf students at

the college. For staff who work
with the deaf students, degree of
commitment is an important
consideration. It is desirable for staff

to know something about the extent
of a student's commitment prior to
his or her arrival at college and to
have some sense of its level as the

student proceeds through college.
Vol. 30, No. 4, 1997
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the same time students need to

recognize the importance of others.
The development of both personal
responsibility and an understanding
of the significance of the
interdependence between oneself and
others are important developmental

tasks.
Given the protective
child-rearing styles of some parents,
the strict structure in some special
education settings, and the lack of
acceptance of deafness by general
society, it is not surprising that some
19

deaf students arrive at college with
limited willingness to take personal
responsibility for outcomes such as
academic success (Greenberg &
Kusche, 1989; Stinson, 1994).
Another major task of all
college students is to establish and to
find comfort with one's identity
(Chickering, 1969; Glickman, 1986;
Pascerella & Terenzini,1991). With
respect to the question of,"Who am
I.^," college students need to clarify
their conceptions of their physical
characteristics and personal
appearance and ofappropriate gender
roles and behaviors as part of the
process of identity development.
Another question is, "Where do I
belong?" or "What social groups do
I fit in with?"

For deaf students

there may be ambiguities and
conflicts regarding the extent to
which one identifies with hearing
peers and with the various deaf
groups representing a variety of
communicative

and

cultural

philosophies.
Students' social satisfaction

with their college experience may
partly reflect the extent that students
acquire the skills and affective
responses for rewarding social
experiences. Students are more
likely to establish comfortable social
bonds with others if they develop
the flexibility to relate to people of
various backgrounds, if they are
self-reliant, if they appreciate the
importance of interdependence in
mature relationships, and if they deal
with group and personal identity
issues.
Failure of students to
address these social issues in a

satisfactory manner can lead to a
sense of isolation and dissatisfaction
that increases the likelihood of

withdrawal (Tinto, 1987).
Evidence from large
programs. Our research with N'l'lD
students included a social satisfaction
scale. This scale included items such

as: "A chance to meet people with
the same interests as yours," and
JADARA
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agreed the opportunities existed. We
found that responses to these items

social life to be one of the primary
factors attracting them to college
(Foster & Elliot, 1986; Lang &
Stinson, 1982). Furthermore, a
national study of deaf students and

were related to how students had

educators of the deaf revealed that

responded one year earlier to
questions about general commitment
to college. Students who expressed a
relatively greater general
commitment to having a successful
college experience reported having
greater social satisfaction when
queried after being in college nearly
a year. Highly committed students,
when compared to less committed
students, may be more likely to have
positive social experiences because
they make a greater general effort to
fit into the college environment, and
friendships and social activities are
one part of this effort.
Our study also asked students
before they entered college about the

both groups agreed that the size of
the deaf student body was the most
important factor in attracting
students to postsecondary programs

"The opportunity to make close
friends here." Students were asked

to indicate the extent to which they

extent they had positive expectations
about future college social life. We
found that students who had specific
expectations that they would have a
rewarding social life at college were
more likely to express social
satisfaction one year later. Students'
social

interactions

and

their

subsequent reactions to these
experiences are a function of the
student's social expectations and
goals (Tinto, 1987). All students
must make social adjustments and
learn new social skills when they
attend college.
This may be
especially true for students who have
not had previous experience living
away from home. High expectations
can contribute to the motivation

necessary to learn the new skills.
Satisfaction

with

value students attach to social life at

NTID is that many incoming
students have reported the quality of

had little or no social life at college.
For those living at home, social
interaction was limited by the nature
of the

commuter

school.

In

addition, students spent almost all
their time studying and preparing for
class on the weekend and evenings
and had little time for social
activities. Because of difficulties in

(Innes, 1985). It can be assumed,

communication, deaf students had

therefore,that a major reason for the
appeal of large programs such as
NTID or Gallaudet is the availability
of many social opportunities
specifically for deaf students.

difficulty making friends with
hearing students, as the following

We also found that freshman

students who expressed greater social
satisfaction, in the sense of perceived
opportimities to meet socially
relevant goals, were more likely to
remain at NTID.

This result is

consistent with Tinto's (1975, 1987)
theory that persistence is a function
of the students' interactions with the

social and academic aspects of college
life. Taking this holistic perspective,
social satisfaction is assumed to

reflect personality characteristics as
well as their response to the social
environment.

The

direct

relationship between social
satisfaction and persistence may
reflect the importance of the goal of
having a quality social life, including
opportimities to meet interesting and
compatible fellow students and to
date members of the opposite sex. A
similar statistical relationship

school, how many sisters
and brothers do you
have"..tell some jokes and
stuff... (then) some of the
hearing people might come

up... and they sit there
talking and all of a sudden
I'm out of the picture...then
I'll leave and I'll say, "I'll
see ya later" and I can tell

just by their expression,
their body language, and
their movement that they're
more

fascinated

with

hearing than me." (Walter,
Foster & Elliot, 1987, p. 14)

mainstream

deaf students, and almost a third of

satisfaction

and

Evidence

from

small

programs. As is the case for NTID,
lack of social integration into the
college community appears to be a
major reason for withdrawal by deaf
and hard of hearing students in
mainstream settings. Interviews of
students

Published by WestCollections: digitalcommons@wcsu, 1997

lousy,...we'd smile at each
other.
They (hearing
students) know that I'm
deaf...they don't sit down
and really get down and talk
like (they would ask) "how
are you feeling, how is

colleges (Walter, Foster & Elliot,

social

persistence was obtained in a study
with an earlier group of NTID
students (Stinson, Scherer,& Walter,
1987).

JADARA

quotation attests:
"Social life...lousy, lousy,

Furthermore, the students
said that there were few deaf peers to
turn to for friendship.
English's (1993) study of
students in mainstream colleges
yielded similar findings. Students
felt less integrated into the college's
social than its academic system.
Nearly one half of the students
indicated that they wished they had
more deaf and hard-of-hearing friends
on campus. Students also reported a
lack of opportimities to meet other

between

social

experiences is important for
development of a sense of integration
into college for all students, but may
be particularly significant for deaf
students. One indication of the high

1987) indicated that many felt they

who

left

20
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the students reported that they felt
socially isolated. The combination
of lack of opportunity and isolation
can lead to withdrawal(Tinto, 1987).

than did those

who were less

content of a textbook or a lecture.

comfortable with using speech.
Also, among students who identified

The provision of lecttire notes or
sign language interpretation for
lectures does not necessarily mean

themselves as deaf, those who were

relatively comfortable with
communicating in sign language had
fewer feelings of loneliness than

that

experienced isolation at college
depends on individual characteristics
as well as the number of deaf

those who were uncomfortable with

It may be necessary to modify texts,

students on campus and other social

sign language.

instructional

Whether

the

students

the

created

"achievement

by

low

barrier"

reading

materials,

Work to date, then, indicates

have more positive social experiences
in the mainstream setting than
others. Menchell (1993) interviewed
eight students at academically
selective colleges about their
academic and social experiences.
These students regularly mentioned
problems of isolation associated with
deafness, but often they were able to
cope with the difficulty. As one

that social integration is at least as
important a factor in deaf student's
persistence as academic integration.
We need to pay attention to the

to

whole student. For deaf students in

hearing-impaired students.

student said:

A: My social life (at college)

often be a factor in a deaf student's

was a lot better because I was

success in college, there are many

more of a leader. I set up that
sign language club and I met a
lot of people, not just at my
college, but from other colleges

other conditions that also determine

as well. So I socialized a lot.

Q: What about sports.^
A: I did track and cross-country
because, you know with team
sports I couldn't hear and I was
always afraid that the ball might
hit me or something. But
running was fun and I didn't
have to listen to anyone or listen
for anything, (pp. 52).
Individual characteristics that

can influence social adjustment in the
mainstream setting include the
student's communication skills,
self-identity as deaf or hard of

hearing, and the type of peer group
the student regularly associates with.
Murphy and Newton (1987) studied

whether a student completes a
degree. There is a danger of over
focusing on a student's English
proficiency.
A student with
relatively weak English skills who

and

approaches to the delivery of
instruction in addition to providing
a comprehensive battery of
compensatory and remedialprograms

factors. Some students are able to

colleges with few deaf peers, finding
a way to integrate regularly with
other deaf students may make the
difference between leaving college or
remaining. Though academic skills
such as proficiency in English may

and

mathematics skills has been breached.

accommodate

the

needs

of

In a similar fashion, the

communication problems
experienced by most hearingimpaired persons make it extremely
difficult for them to take part in the
usual social activities of campus life.
Therefore, even though a hearingimpaired person may have access to
college, they often remain isolated
both socially and educationally from
the mainstream. Such isolation, or

areas of mathematics, science, and

lack of integration into the
educational community, may be one
cause of the high level of attrition of
deaf persons attending college.
In order to address the problems of
academic integration, social
integration, and commitment, the
college must view the deaf student as
a member of a total learning
environment. The support team
must look beyond provision of
services only for the classroom, and
address all of the following issues.
Increasing the probability for
persistence begins by admitting
students who match the demands ofthe
college environment. We contend
that colleges have a responsibility to

reading. Difficulties in these areas
reduce a deaf person's ability to use

assess their environment in sufficient
detail to be able to determine the

has commitment, resourcefulness,

and maturity can succeed in an
appropriate college setting.
Programming to Increase
Persistence

For hearing-impaired students
entering college, there are a number
of factors which may inhibit their
integration into the social and
academic systems-most notably
communication

and

academic

achievement skills-especially in the

the loneliness of mainstreamed deaf

traditional avenues of information

characteristics necessary to give a

and hard of hearing students at eight
colleges.
Among students who

transfer in college. Though most
programs provide support services of
interpreting and notetaking, these
services, by themselves, may not
improve the ability of the hearingimpaired student to understand the

student
success.
known
success

identified themselves as hard of

hearing, those who were more
comfortable with using speech
expressed fewer feelings of loneliness
Vol. 30, No. 4, 1997
https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol30/iss4/6
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a reasonable chance of
To admit students who are
to have little chance for
wastes resources of the

institution, and reduces the Hfetime

earning power of the individual by
JADARA
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both charging them for attending
college, and denying them the
opportunity to enter the labor

limited experience with the college

students have to the social life of an

social environment. Thus, it is
critical that close monitoring occur

market on a full-time basis.

during the first year and that
coimseling be initiated when

institution. Analysis by Walter
(1987) pointed out that very few
support programs for deaf students
provide for the social aspects of
college life. Care must be taken to

Providing the opportunity to
improve skills in the areas of reading,
mathematics and science is a critical
need for deaf students.
The

pervasive low achievement of many
deaf persons desiring to enroll in
college requires that colleges and
universities provide some form of
special programming to improve
basic mathematics, reading and
science skills. Such programming is
necessary in order to prepare many
deaf students for the competitive

difficulties arise.
Dagel and
Dowaliby (1989) described an "early

warning" system as a way of
monitoring progress during the early
stages of
the postsecondary
experience.

Support services must be
extended to include all elements ofthe
postsecondary experience. As support
providers, our initial thought is the
provision of services within the
classroom. However, deaf college

ensure that students are given the
opportimity for social interactions.
Foster and Elliot (1986) indicated
three reasons why deaf students left

college: inability to conununicate
with teachers, inadequate support
services, and limited opportunities
for social interaction with peers.
It is integration into the total
educational community that we
contend must be the goal of any
program providing support services
to deaf persons. We must constantly

the
academic
Successful

students also need support in such

developmental learning experiences
in English, mathematics and science
must be a critical part of services
provided to many deaf students.
Career counseling and

advising and registration, health care,

ask ourselves whether the academic

extracurricular

and

and social needs of students are being

intercollegiate athletics. If support is

met
within
the
context
of
institutional environments where the

environment
of
mainstream.

orientation

is

critical

development

of a

commitment.

In

to

sense

the

of

areas as financial aid, academic
activities,

not provided in these areas, a deaf
student is put at risk of becoming
isolated in the college environment,
thus increasing the likelihood that

typical hearing students to deaf
students ratio is 500 to 1, and work

toward achieving the best possible fit

for

the student will withdraw from

between the deaf student and the

commitment to college to occur, it is
important that deaf students develop

college.
Most programs provide
support services of interpreting and
notetaking. However,these services
are built upon the notion that deaf
students can be made equal to
hearing students if they are provided
access to regular classroom
communication. Once provided

college he or she has decided to

these services, deaf students are

Chapman, D., & Pascarella, E. (1983). Predictors of
academic and social int^ration of collie students. Research in
Higher Education, 19,295-322.
Chickering, A. (1969). Education and identity. San

order

some sense of direction for their life

and a reason for attending college.
This can best be accomplished by
assisting the student to develop a set
of career objectives, and to select a
major which is in keeping with that
career objective. Research has shown
that a fundamental reason for leaving
college is not lack of academic skill,
but inability to decide on a major
area of study.
Early identification of
difficulties and implementing
interventions^ especially during the
initial semesters of college attendancey
is critkaL

The

attainment

of

academic integration, social
integration and commitment do not
occur automatically when one
becomes a college student. In fact,
many students entering college tend
to be poorly motivated, are
unrealistic

about

the

academic

demands of college life, and have
JADARA
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expected to compete successfully
with their hearing peers. If students
are not successful, failure is often

attributed to a lack of innate ability
or effort rather than to the
educational environment or method
of instruction.
Consideration is

rarely given to the fact that the
student is being deprived of access to
the full spectrum of life on the
college campus. Such isolation, or
lack of integration into the
educational conununity, may be an
important cause of attrition among
deaf persons attending college. This
point especially relates to the access
22

attend.
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End Notes
'Does not include Gallaudet University and the National
Technical Institute for the Deaf.

Tn addition to 4,520 deaf students the collies reported 7,770
hard of hearing students and 7,750 persons who reported a
hearing loss but did not indicate the severity.
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